The cell phone call centre by Parker, Marlon
A cell phone chat system in 
South Africa offers access 
to essential services
An east African lab 
develops the skills of mobile 
apps entrepreneurs
An award-winning app 
streamlines agricultural 
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Editorial
M obile applications first came to prominence in 2008 when Apple 
launched its App Store, an online 
service where customers could 
download applications, essentially 
software, for their iPhones. 
Programmers had been developing 
applications (commonly shortened to 
apps) for mobile devices – cell phones 
and PDAs – long before this, but the 
market has grown exponentially in the 
last two years. 
Because of this, apps are usually 
associated with expensive high-end 
devices, or smartphones. But many 
programmers also develop applications 
for low-cost cell phones. As ownership 
of such phones continues to increase 
rapidly in ACP countries, mobile apps 
are a useful and cost-effective way for 
people in rural communities to access 
communication and information 
services. 
Mobile apps are software developed to 
run on the operating systems installed 
on mobile devices. The apps for low-cost 
cell phones are usually either SMS-based 
or designed to work with Java-enabled 
phones. Since most cell phones have an 
SMS function, apps based on that 
system can reach many people. 
These apps are often used to send 
market prices or supply chain details to 
farmers, but, as Joshua Haynes of 
Masawa points out in our feature 
article, users need a fairly high level of 
literacy to use them, especially if they 
have to send messages back to the 
information system. Writing an SMS on 
a cell phone that only has 12 buttons, 
for example, can be more complex than 
typing on a computer keyboard, and 
even predictive text systems require the 
user to spell each word correctly. 
Typing an SMS is, therefore, prone to 
error, and relatively expensive to send. 
Visual advice
Not every cell phone can support Java-
enabled apps, but these do offer more 
possibilities, and the phones are 
becoming increasingly popular as their 
prices fall. People with these phones 
are now accustomed to downloading 
ringtones, or using chat applications to 
stay in touch with friends. JamiiX, 
developed by programmers in South 
Africa, makes use of the popularity of 
chat to deliver information and 
advisory services. People using the 
system can contact experts based in 
their own country or abroad directly, 
but can just as easily communicate 
with a neighbour to discuss an issue 
and, in each case, receive an instant 
reply. 
This, of course, does not solve the 
problem of lack of literacy, but apps 
can use other media to deliver 
information. The Masawa system, for 
example, makes use of short animated 
clips to provide health advice, and 
could easily be adapted to provide pest 
control advice to farmers. 
Developing apps is still problematic, 
however. The same app will not work 
on every Java-enabled phone. 
Programmers have to adapt the 
software to work with each type of 
phone, even phones from the same 
manufacturer. Organisations that want 
to develop an app for their project 
work, therefore, have to decide whether 
they want the app to work on a limited 
number of phones, or pay to have the 
software adapted for every cell phone 
type.
To encourage further development 
of mobile apps, a broad partnership of 
research institutes, funding agencies 
and businesses have recently 
established two African regional 
mobile applications laboratories, one 
in South Africa and one in Kenya. 
With state-of-the-art facilities, these 
mLabs, as they are called, will provide 
training and support to programmers 
and entrepreneurs to develop mobile 
apps and services for low-income 
users. 
These initiatives, along with the 
work of other organisations and 
companies, will ensure that this new 
industry continues to grow and 
generate revenues. The proliferation of 
apps, combined with the decreasing 
costs of cell phones with greater 
functionality, will also offer rural 
communities more opportunities  to 
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These initiatives, along with the 
work of other organisations and 
companies, will ensure that the 
app industry continues to grow 
and generate income
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I n many ACP countries, it is still difficult to access the internet using 
computers. The services are often 
unaffordable and unreliable. But cell 
phone network coverage continues to 
expand, even into very remote regions, 
giving people opportunities to access 
information via their phone. Mobile 
applications are a good way of 
delivering that information. 
The costs are still prohibitive to 
many people, however, which means 
they have to make choices; decide 
whether to buy airtime or use the 
money for something else. Those with 
low incomes, therefore, will only use 
apps for things that are useful and 
relevant to their needs.
In rural areas, the apps people use 
tend to be practical, like mobile banking 
apps, weather details, or agricultural 
The great advantage of apps is that 
they operate on a technology that 
people already have, or can easily 
access. Cell phones are very convenient 
too; you can carry them around 
wherever you go. Personally, I cannot 
be without my mobile phone, and I 
think that is true for many people. 
Even if you own a small laptop 
computer, you don’t carry it around as 
you do your phone.
We take our phones everywhere, and 
I don’t think we’re going to give them 
up very easily. This is why, I think, we 
will continue to use mobile apps. 
They’re not just another passing trend. 
They are convenient for people, and can 
provide services and information that 
can make a difference to people’s lives, 
especially in rural areas where access to 
other ICTs is often very limited.
The applications do have to be 
appropriate for their specific users, 
however, and too many still rely on 
people being able to read and write. If 
we are going to design apps that will 
suit the majority of Africa’s rural 
population, for example, then we will 
have to find some way of getting 
round that. Using voice-activated 
applications could be one way. But that 
only raises another issue, which is that 
so many apps are only developed to 
work with the major European 
languages. This again puts them out of 
reach for many people.
Although there are many thousands 
of apps available, more work has to be 
done to make them relevant to people 
in ACP countries. To be of any real use, 
the apps have to be language specific, 
consider literacy skills, make use of 
locally derived content, and be easily 
available and affordable. But these are 
still early days. The apps industry is 
only a few years old, and I remain 
optimistic, having seen the many 
benefits that this kind of technology 
can bring. ■
Dr Towela Nyirenda-Jere 
(towelaj@nepad.org) is programmes 
manager with the NEPAD e-Africa 
Programme (www.nepad.org) 
market data. And often they only use 
the apps as part of a project run by an 
NGO or other organisation. Many 
projects subsidise the costs of using app 
services in the pilot phase, which is 
useful to show farmers, for example, the 
benefits they can gain from a new 
technology. But, anecdotal evidence 
shows that when funding for the pilot 
runs out, the users have to bear the full 
cost of accessing the service. The project 
might have proved that people benefit 
from the application, but it might only 
have been cost-effective for the users 
while it was subsidised.
Projects could prepare users better 
for the time when they have to pay the 
full price — to help them to factor the 
costs into their overall budget to see 
whether continued access will be worth 
their while. Improved planning is also 
necessary. An organisation might 
negotiate with the network service 
provider to have a few thousand free 
text messages, which might sound like 
a lot, but then they find they have used 
their entire quota within the first 
month or two.
Appropriate apps
If the app is well-designed, easy to use 
and provide a service that people want, 
they will pay for it. Farmers in 
particular can benefit greatly from 
having better access to agricultural 
information. For example by finding 
out what the demand is for certain 
products they can decide which crops 
to plant or where to sell their produce. 
Having better market information can 
prevent instances of over-production 
too, where farmers are then at the 
mercy of the market and have to take 
any price they can get. 
In Malawi, to give just one example, 
farmers have access to apps that link 
their cell phone account to their bank 
account, as well as smart-card based 
systems that link payments directly 
from auction floor sales to their 
accounts. They can then pay for goods 
in shops using the smart cards without 
any cash changing hands, or make 
transfers of money (to suppliers, 
dependants, etc.) using their cell phones. 
The smart-card based system has made 
a big difference to the lives of these 
farmers, allowing them to make instant 
transactions. 
Perspectives











Mobile apps are convenient to use,  
and can provide services and 
information that can make a difference 
to people’s lives
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To be useful to people in rural communities, mobile apps need to take literacy, 
language and affordability into account.
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F or millions of the world’s poor, cell phones are a primary source of 
information and an important means 
of communication. But cell phones still 
do not serve low-income users as well 
as they could. The cell phone market in 
many ACP countries is often divided 
between several network providers, and 
it is fragmented, with different users 
having different needs. Producers of 
cell phones and services rarely meet 
those needs adequately, as they tend to 
supply only what is already available, 
rather than tailoring their products to 
fit the customers’ requirements. The 
services that are available tend to be 
text-based applications that are of  
little use to people with low literacy 
skills.
Joshua Haynes, a former graduate of 
the Fletcher School at Tufts University 
in the United States, saw these 
limitations while testing an SMS-based 
application he had developed to deliver 
agricultural information to farmers in 
Niger. ‘The project worked quite well as 
it was part of a literacy programme,’ 
says Haynes, ‘so the people involved 
could read and write. But it wouldn’t 
be easy for other organisations to 
replicate, in either Niger or elsewhere, 
as most NGOs don’t have sufficient 
staff with technological expertise 
working in the field. NGOs are 
becoming increasingly aware of the 
issues, and may have ICT specialists 
working at their headquarters, but too 
many organisations are not yet capable 
of successfully applying cell phones to 
their project work. They often only use 
communications technology to keep in 
touch with the main office.’
It was in Haiti, however, that Haynes 
saw the real power, and problems, of 
working with cell phones. He had 
developed an SMS-based app, along 
with other Fletcher students, to help 
savings-led microfinance groups run 
savings accounts via cell phones.  
‘The main problem, however, was that 
the accounting method limited the 
possibility for individuals to save 
different amounts. If one woman 
wanted to put in more money, the 
group treasurer would have to calculate 
proportional interest, which isn’t a 
straightforward calculation. So we 
developed an app to try to solve this 
issue, and became excited at the 
additional benefits of a savings group 
app. The groups then had a savings 
and lending history that could act as a 
credit history,’ says Haynes. ‘But after 
we started on-the-ground tests, we 
quickly realised that we shouldn’t have 
used SMS – it was too cumbersome.
‘When setting up a new local savings 
group with the SMS app, for example, 
someone would have to type out each 
new saver’s name and details, and 
every saver would require a separate 
SMS. To do that for 20 people takes a 
long time and is very prone to human 
error, and it’s not easy to correct those 
errors once the SMS is sent.’
The experience also showed the 
development team more general 
problems of working with SMS-based 
apps. ‘You have to be more than semi-
literate to use SMS,’ says Haynes. ‘You 
have to be functionally literate, 
especially if you want to receive 
information by sending a specific code. 
The code has to be exact, or the system 
has to be programmed to handle the 
number of different possible input 
mistakes. If users repeatedly receive 
unexpected responses, they may 
quickly become dissuaded from using 
the service. Also, you can only send a 
very limited amount of information via 
SMS and it cannot be visual. You 
cannot send, for example, a short 
animation or video. SMSs are also 
relatively expensive. In general, the 
price to send an SMS has not gone 
down in the way the prices for voice 
calls have in most countries.’
Haynes points out that there can be 
privacy issues with SMS. Sent 
messages are stored on the cell phone, 
unless the user knows how to delete 
them. This could present problems for a 
woman reporting domestic violence, 
for example, or when someone sends 
details of voting irregularities during a 
disputed election.
Co-ordinated delivery
While testing the app in Haiti, and 
through their other work, the team 
realised that there were problems with 
other types of apps too, not only with 
those using SMS. ‘We saw that many 
organisations were creating apps, and 
these apps would be developed for a 
particular sector. But the apps only 
reach a certain number of people. 
Beneficiaries of a health organisation 
may have a health related app, and 
those served by microfinance 
organisations may have a finance app. 
It seemed common sense that people 
need more information than from just 
one health app, or one finance app, 
they need both, and much more.’
The team decided to create a system 
to develop and distribute apps easily to 
low-cost cell phones. After their 
experiences with SMS-based apps, the 
team now concentrates on apps written 
with the Java programming language, 
which means users would need a Java-
enabled cell phone. ‘There are more 
than two billion Java-enabled devices in 
the world today,’ explains Haynes, 
‘many of which are in developing 
countries, and the cost of handsets 
continues to come down. Plus, most 
programmers in the world know Java, 
so we wanted to bring the two together 
– the developers and the technology – 
to produce mobile apps for the specific 
needs of people in developing countries.’
Pooling resources
A team of developers has created a single system, called Masawa, to encourage 
development and delivery of information services to low-cost cell phones via mobile apps. 
working with NGOs and local developers, the team will test the system in Kenya in 2011.
Feature
Joshua Haynes (joshua@masawa.org) is co-founder of Masawa 
(www.masawa.org)
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The team set up a non-profit 
organisation, called Masawa (derived 
from the Arabic word for equality), 
that works with NGOs, international 
aid organisations and microfinance 
institutions (MFIs), to determine 
exactly what their target audiences 
need. Masaw then contact local 
developers to create apps to meet those 
needs, and delivers them through a 
single system. 
‘Currently, there is very little 
coordination between the projects 
developers are working on, or could be 
working on, and what people really 
need,’ says Haynes. ‘There is no way to 
monetise the process of app 
development and distribution, to make 
sure the people creating the apps get 
paid for what they do and to cover the 
costs to organisations who want to 
distribute information in this way.’
Masawa works with NGOs and 
technical schools to find developers to 
work on apps for the system. The team 
hopes it can encourage developers to 
concentrate more effort on apps for 
Java-enabled phones. Many developers 
are now working in Android and 
iPhone platforms, because they can 
earn money there. Masawa hopes to 
provide another source of income for 
local talent. NGOs and other 
organisations will pay the developers 
to create the app, while developers 
could also earn money by producing 
apps that people would pay for. 
Masawa would also provide the means 
to distribute those apps. 
The distribution of mobile apps 
brings its own challenges. Users can 
normally download apps directly onto 
their phones via the cell phone 
network, but the networks in many 
countries are not yet capable of 
handling that process. Apps can also be 
downloaded from the internet and 
installed onto a phone, but too people 
have access to the internet in the areas 
Masawa is trying to reach. Plus, many 
of the apps for Java-enabled phones 
offered on the internet are games, and 
not intended for delivering information 
services.
To get around these issues, Masawa 
uses the existing networks that their 
partner organisations already have in 
place. They provide initial training to 
field staff from the organisations on 
how to install the system onto phones 
and to help them train people to use 
the apps. When field staff travel in the 
normal course of their work, they take 
a small netbook computer and use it to 
download Masawa onto people’s cell 
phones. They can update the system on 
subsequent trips as new apps become 
available. Users then see a single icon 
on their phones through which they 
can access the various apps. 
Adaptable media
Local developers will produce most of 
the apps, working to a simple set of 


















By pooling many apps 
into a single system, 
Masawa can distribute 
information services to 
cell phones in areas 




application fits into the overall system. 
This ensures that all the apps are 
distributed and updated easily onto 
each user’s cell phone. Masawa has 
already created a few apps that provide 
basic information, but also show their 
potential for low-cost Java-enabled 
phones. The health related app, for 
example, provides information through 
animations, and can show the correct 
way to breastfeed a baby, or how to 
mix oral rehydration salts.
Another app is an on-demand 
message board where people can access 
information. Here, a health ministry, 
farming cooperative or local trader can 
pay to have messages appear on the 
board. They could, for example, 
announce a round of vaccinations for 
children in the area or give up to date 
advice on pest control or provide 
weather details for farmers.
There is also a microfinance loan 
and comparison app, and a children’s 
educational game, while another app 
provides agricultural information, such 
as how to tackle tomato blight. The 
information for this app is stored on 
the phone and it is not necessary to 
send or receive additional information. 
‘These apps all show how we can 
deliver health, agricultural, educational 
and general information using a 
variety of different media,’ says 
Haynes. ‘They show how flexible the 
system is, and the many ways in which 
it can deliver information.’
Masawa is free and, depending on 
demand, it is also possible to include 
premium apps providing popular 
services, such as football results, for 
which people would pay. The cost of 
sending and receiving information via 
any of the apps depends on the tariffs 
set by the cell phone networks in each 
country, but the cost of data transfer, 
which is how most of the apps would 
exchange information, is usually much 
cheaper than that of sending an SMS. 
Close evaluation
Although it is still in the early stages of 
development, the Masawa team will test 
the system with partner organisations in 
Kenya in 2011. ‘We will initially be 
working with the small number of apps 
we have already developed,’ says 
Haynes, ‘and we’ll work with these 
organisations to develop more. We’ll 
then launch them and see how people 
use the system, how the distribution 
network operates, and how to think 
about financial sustainability.’
‘We will work with our partners in 
Kenya to test the system,’ says Haynes. 
‘The team has worked closely with a 
number or people and organisations 
there, and there is an existing pool of 
creative, skilled developers to add new 
apps onto the system.’ Moreover, the 
data transfer and SMS prices are 
relatively cheap, compared to many 
other countries. Masawa and their 
partners will closely examine the 
progress of the pilot, aware from their 
previous experience how valuable it is 
to learn from mistakes. 
‘The team will monitor the project 
very closely and methodically,’ says 
Haynes. ‘We really need to determine 
how people in rural communities 
consume information, how they use it, 
where they get it, and how effective that 
information is. Progress might be quite 
slow at this stage,’ he adds, ‘but only 
because we don’t want to expand in the 
future without understanding how to 
get information out to people.’ 
Even going ‘slowly’, the team 
estimates that their system will be 
available globally by 2013, and that by 
2015 it could be installed on 10 million 
cell phones. Masawa has already seen 
success, winning the Social 
Entrepreneurship award in the 2010 Tufts 
University Business Plan Competition. 
While Haynes is optimistic about the 
future of the system, there are, he says, 
many challenges ahead. ‘There are still 
some technology barriers; each series 
of phone, even if it’s from the same 
manufacturer, requires a slightly 
different piece of software, for 
example. Unless manufacturers address 
this issue, the only solution for 
developers is to invest a lot of effort 
into producing the different software 
for each phone, or base our work on a 
limited number of phones.’
Haynes is also realistic about the 
potential of Masawa, and the effect 
other mobile apps projects can have on 
the lives of people in developing 
nations. ‘There are very few stories of 
really successful app projects. I know 
many more that have failed than 
succeeded. The technology is often not 
the problem. It may be that the 
implementing organisation doesn’t have 
the staff or resources to properly 
incorporate ICTs into their projects. 
We’re not saying that Masawa is the 
answer, or that it will resolve those 
issues, but it does offer another 
opportunity. We have to remember that 
technology alone will not solve poverty, 
but it can be part of the solution.’ ■
Related links
Projet ABCs IMAC: Information sur les 
Marchés Agricoles par Cellulaire 
As part of a literacy programme, this 
SMS-based app developed to deliver 
agricultural information helps farmers in 
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‘These apps all show how we can 
deliver health, agricultural, educational 
and general information using a variety 
of different mobile media’
I t can be a complicated process to bring goods from remote farms to 
urban markets. There are often many 
people involved who have to arrange 
times for collection and delivery, 
organise transport and negotiate prices. 
With so many transactions taking 
place, it can be difficult to keep the 
system efficient and transparent. There 
are many wasted trips and farmers 
often do not know if they are getting 
the best price.
Several of the developers at Virtual 
City, a technology company in Nairobi, 
Kenya, have encountered these 
problems at some point in their 
working lives. Their experiences led 
them to develop more than a dozen 
mobile apps to improve many of these 
issues, and make the supply chain more 
efficient. 
One example is an app called 
AgriManagr. It was designed for field 
agents who buy directly from farms. 
With the app installed on a handheld 
device, a PDA for example, an agent 
can record the types of produce the 
farmer has for sale, the exact weights, 
and make a note of any payments due. 
To reduce manual entry errors, the 
agent uses an electronic scale, which 
uses Bluetooth to send the exact weight 
of the goods to the app. The agent 
carries a portable printer to provide the 
farmer with a receipt. AgriManagr can 
also produce customised reports to give 
the farmer an accurate, printed record 
of their transactions, which they can 
use for trading, requesting credit 
requests and tracking productivity. 
If there is a network connection, the 
app sends all the data back to the 
agent’s main office through a secure 
virtual private network (VPN). As the 
data is collected, the office can update 
the warehouses, transporters and 
buyers with details of where to collect 
the produce and how much to expect. 
Each person or business connected to 
the supply chain, therefore, has a clear 
idea of what goods are available, in 
what quantities, and their exact 
location. 
Competitive edge
Virtual City recognises that every link 
in the supply chain serves its own 
unique purpose, and that each has 
slightly different needs when it comes 
to streamlining their part of the 
process. The company has developed 
the Routr and Haulr apps for 
transporters, the Auditr app to collect 
market data, and the Membr app to 
record customer account details. 
But it is their Mobile Distributor 
Solution that has received most 
attention recently, after winning the 
company US$1 million in Nokia’s 
Growth Economy Venture Challenge. 
The app is designed to work with 
relatively low-cost (around US$50), 
Java-enabled phones, and allows 
businesses – from small-scale farmers 
to large companies – to automate their 
ordering, sales and delivery processes.
The app can store a company’s 
catalogue, with details of the types of 
products for sale, their sizes and 
amounts available. When sales staff 
travel to their customers they can place 
an order directly with their main office 
as the app sends data to the company’s 
computer system via the cell phone 
A timely solution
network. The warehouse can then 
prepare the order and organise 
delivery.
In many cases, the sales staff made a 
second trip to the buyer to deliver the 
goods. Now, when using the app, they 
can move on to the next customer and 
focus on making sales. The app also 
accepts payments through mobile 
banking services, which means that 
sales staff no longer have to carry 
large sums of cash.
Sales staff like this safer method of 
collecting money, but they also enjoy 
the fact that each sale is recorded 
instantly and accurately, since this 
leads to more precise commission 
payments. Businesses using the app 
have increased their revenues, as sales 
staff can now visit more customers, 
and transactions are processed more 
quickly. 
Virtual City continues to refine its 
products to meet their customers’ 
requirements, while the Nokia prize 
will help them find new markets and 
develop more apps to help businesses, 
farmers and other small-scale 
entrepreneurs. The company believes it 
is crucial for farmers and others in 
consumer goods industries to improve 
their supply chain process, since 
getting the goods to market as quickly 
as possible gives a distinct competitive 
advantage. 
Being able to accurately trace and 
account for goods as they travel from 
the farm to the market is now a legal 
requirement in many countries. and 
essential to achieve certification in new, 
premium markets, such as those for fair 
trade and organic produce. Mobile apps 
are an easy and efficient way to address 
all these issues using cell phone 
technology, which is accessible and 
familiar to so many people. ■
A Kenyan company, Virtual City, specialises in developing mobile applications for 
e-commerce and to increase the efficiency of market supply chains.
Chris Sang (csang@virtualcity.co.ke) is the chief operations 






















The AgriManagr mobile 
app offers a simple and 
cost-effective way to 
improve transparency 
and efficiency in 
agricultural market 
supply chains. Related links





Marlon Parker (http://marlonparker.co.za) is an information 
technology lecturer at Cape Peninsula University of Technology 
(www.cput.ac.za) and founder of RLabs
I n 2007, the South African community organisation, Impact Direct, was 
looking for alternative ways of 
counselling people with drug and 
substance abuse problems in the Western 
Cape area. At that time, people would 
often have to wait up to 12 months for 
counselling. Impact Direct wanted to 
provide support more promptly, so they 
asked the non-profit technology 
company, Reconstructed Living Lab 
(RLabs), to come up with a solution. 
Marlon Parker, an information 
technology lecturer at Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology, was involved 
with the project from the beginning. 
‘We realised that many South Africans 
use chat applications on their cell 
phones, and we thought that, since 
people are familiar with these 
applications, we could use chat as a 
way to provide support services.’
The RLabs team developed a secure 
system where people could use their 
favourite chat platform, such as MXit, 
the most popular in South Africa, to 
contact and ask for advice from 
counsellors. Such platforms do not use 
SMS but transfer data to the web via 
GPRS, 3G or even wi-fi. To test the 
new system, called JamiiX, they 
worked with ten students from a local 
high school. 
‘Word spread from that original 10,’ 
says Parker, ‘and within one week 50 
kids were using the platform to access 
counselling services. After a month, we 
had 100 kids and now, just over two 
years later, we support more than 
100,000 people through JamiiX and 
other similar platforms. They can log 
on to discuss their problems with 
trained counsellors who have 
experience, often first-hand experience, 
with substance abuse.’
The cell phone call centre
The cell phone chat system, jamiiX, offers a quick, cost-effective method 
of delivering advice and information services to rural communities.
Multi-tasking
JamiiX works with most chat or instant 
messaging systems to which members 
send and receive messages back from 
their ‘friends’ who are also logged on 
at that moment. The students who took 
part in the drug-counselling project, 
for example, simply added the service 
to their list of contacts, similar to 
adding a friend in other web-based 
social networking sites such as 
Facebook. They could then use their 
preferred chat application to ask 
counsellors for advice directly, and 
quickly receive an answer. 
Like most chat platforms, JamiiX 
allows subscribers to enage in more 
than one conversation at a time, so a 
counsellor can have several chat 
sessions open and provide support to 
many different people at the same 
time. The system helps the counsellors 
to manage the conversations, and it 
saves callers from long waits, 
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Another advantage of the system is 
that it is web-based, or in the ‘cloud’, 
so counsellors do not have to install 
the software on their individual 
computers or cell phones, but can log 
on using a web browser from anywhere 
in the world. Psychologists in the UK, 
for example, contribute expert advice 
to the drug counselling service. 
‘Using this technology,’ says Parker, 
‘we are able to deliver a virtual 
consultation between someone in a 
rural village and an expert living in the 
city, or even another country. Just by 
using a cell phone, people can access 
many more services than those available 
in their immediate environment. Low-
income customers rarely have access to 
these kinds of services.’ 
Rural support
Anyone using the service has to have a 
cell phone capable of connecting to the 
internet, but many low-end handsets 
already have that function. In fact, 
approximately 25 million people in 
South Africa already use similar chat 
platforms. It is also cheaper than using 
SMS. Sending an SMS in South Africa 
costs, on average, about seven eurocents, 
but subscribers can send up to 50,000 
messages with JamiiX for the same price. 
This is because subscribers send their 
chat messages as data over the internet. 
The messages are usually very short and 
text-based which accounts for very little 
data being transferred.
Since JamiiX is a web-based system, 
anyone with access to the internet can 
register. An organisation, for example, 
that wants to provide services, registers 
as a ‘social exchange’ and invites 
people to become counsellors.
‘We are currently developing a 
mobile application that’s not yet 
available to the public,’ says Parker, 
‘which would allow organisations or 
companies to set up a contact centre 
without a computer. They could run the 
whole exchange from a cell phone, or a 
combination of phone and computer.’
JamiiX has rapidly become a kind of 
contact centre that organisations can 
create quickly to provide people with 
information and support services. The 
South African National AIDS Helpline 
now also uses the system to deliver 
HIV/AIDS information to cell phones in 
an attempt to reach more people. Calls 
to the Helpline are free from landlines, 
but there are only about five million 
landlines in the country, compared 
with more than 36 million cell phones. 
The service reports that, since using 
JamiiX, they are able to deal with more 
queries in two hours than they 
previously did in a week with the more 
traditional call centre set up.
The system also protects anonymity. 
JamiiX hosts the service, but their staff 
cannot access the data. All the 
information is encrypted and, in the case 
of the AIDS Helpline, only the Helpline 
staff can read the messages. The chat 
messages are not stored on the phone, 
which helps to protect the privacy of 
young people who might only have 
access to a parent’s cell phone.
Meanwhile, a company in Uganda is 
developing the system to provide 
customer support to people who do not 
have access to the internet or who 
cannot afford to call the usual helpline 
numbers. The company can now 
provide better information on how to 
use their products, and get feedback on 
exactly what customers want. 
Farmer advice
There are also organisations working 
on using JamiiX to deliver agricultural 
information, as the platform can also 
be used to send messages to a large 
number of people at relatively low 
cost. An agricultural cooperative or 
NGO, for example, can send out 
weather information to a group of 
farmers. And, perhaps more 
importantly, farmers could use the 
service to ask for specific advice from 
trained staff at a central information 
centre, experts based elsewhere, or 
even from other local farmers who also 
use the system.
The platform would initially connect 
a small group of farmers who could 
work together to provide information 
to others, and gradually develop the 
network as other people joined it. They 
could give rapid advice on how to deal 
with drought situations, or get pest 
control details from farmers in 
neighbouring countries who have 
experienced the same problem.
The developers also expect the 
platform to be used to collect 
information on cell phones. 
Organisations or companies can 
quickly set up a survey using JamiiX, 
and send it out via their preferred chat 
platform. Such surveys can be 
relatively complex, allowing for more 
than ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers, and sp can 
gather detailed information directly 
from rural areas. 
Parker sees mobile apps as a great 
opportunity for any organisation that 
wants to provide information to rural 
areas, and farming communities in 
particular. The services can be 
developed using existing technology 
and the knowledge that already exists 
within the community. Also there 
would be no need for the equipment 
and other expenses involved in setting 
up and running a call centre. 
‘JamiiX capitalises on the fact that 
there is a lack of information and 
services for rural communities in many 
countries,’ says Parker. ‘Even 
government-sponsored support services 
have trouble reaching people in very 
remote areas. Also, the service offers 
an affordable alternative to 
information services normally accessed 
via traditional telephone landlines or 
the internet, which can be expensive in 
many ACP countries.’ ■
Just by using a cell phone, people can access many 
more services than those available in their immediate 
environment
JamiiX, and other 
mobile apps work 
because they make use 
of a means of 
communication– the 
























Starting in early 2011, the mLab will 
work with local entrepreneurs, and 
provide resources to mobile 
applications developers elsewhere in 
their respective regions. The lab is set 
up to provide training, testing, 
mentoring and support on their 
premises, while other services, such as 
developing a website of resources for 
mobile apps developers throughout the 
region will be provided online.
These services will help the mLab to 
increase competitiveness and lower 
barriers for software developers 
wanting to create mobile applications 
and content and commercialise their 
products. The lab intends to focus on 
encouraging the development of 
mobile applications and content for 
people with low-incomes in the region, 
and stimulate the development of skills 
in mobile application and content 
production.
Expert mentors
The southern African mLab can cover 
countries throughout the SADC 
(Southern African Development 
Community) region. While based in 
Pretoria, this lab intends to build 
partnerships with institutions in other 
parts of South Africa, and in 
neighbouring countries. Recent 
improvements to connectivity in the 
region mean that delivering virtual 
services to developers and 
entrepreneurs farther afield has 
become easier.
Local programmers, web designers 
and mobile application developers 
register as members to have access to 
the infrastructure, tools and expertise 
necessary to start and grow their 
businesses in mobile apps 
development. The mLab has state-of-
the-art equipment for the members to 
develop, test and scale software, and 
offers technical training and 
workshops on business skills. The 
members can use the office space, with 
internet access and shared resources, 
including meeting rooms and 
conference and video-conference 
facilities. They can make use of a 
high-tech mobile development and 
testing environment, which would be 
Incubating talent
The southern African regional mobile application lab, based in pretoria, will provide 
training and industry links to develop the skills of mobile apps entrepreneurs.
I n September 2010, as part of the Creating Sustainable Businesses for 
the Knowledge Economy programme, 
two organisations were invited to host 
the African regional mobile application 
laboratories (mLabs), one in South 
Africa and one in east Africa. The 
programme is a joint initiative of 
infoDev, a donor-funded ICT-for-
development agency hosted by the 
World Bank, the Finnish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and cell phone 
manufacturer, Nokia. 
The South African consortium 
hosting the southern African mLab is 
led by the Meraka Institute of the 
Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research (CSIR) in partnership with The 
Innovation Hub, InnovationLab, and 
Ungana-Afrika. The specific objective 
of the mLab is to ‘increase the 
competitiveness of innovative 
enterprises in the mobile content and 
applications area, and to ensure that 
locally relevant applications are 
created to meet growing user demands 
in developing countries’. 
Laurens Cloete (JCloete@csir.co.za) is executive director 
(acting) at the Meraka Institute of the Council for Scientific 
and Industrial Research (www.csir.co.za)
unaffordable for most mobile 
enterprise startups. 
Beginners as well as experienced 
developers can access to the facilities, 
while partner universities will provide 
much of the basic training. The mLab 
can then focus on helping developers 
and entrepreneurs get their 
applications onto the market. 
To do this, the mLab will provide 
training to give entrepreneurs a better 
understanding of the world of mobile 
applications, successful mobile 
strategies, developing technology for 
multiple platforms, mobile design and 
architecture, and business development 
topics. The online platform provides 
access to the training materials and 
virtual communication with the 
trainers, technical experts and local 
industry entrepreneurs, who can 
provide insight from their experience. 
The lab will function as a mobile 
application repository to make 
distribution of apps easier, and serve 
as a site to encourage the use of 
mobile devices for development. It 
intends to operate as a clearing house 
for marketable mobile concepts, and 
provide opportunities for programmers 
to work on contracted assignments to 
develop mobile apps. The idea is that 
the mLab will act as a gateway to 
local, regional and international 
markets and connect entrepreneurs 
with investors.
Members can explore how users 
interact with their applications, while 
the lab will encourage developers to 
produce apps that serve particular 
needs where real market opportunities 
exists. This includes exploring 
opportunities for low-income markets. 
The mLab developers and trainers 
stress the importance of mobile 
technology as more than an 
information access devices, but as a 
computing platform, a sensor, a means 
of identification, a location aware 
device, a platform for transactions, 
and so on. There are enormous 
possibilities to exploit this technology, 
and the mLab hopes to play a large 
part in the process of developing the 



















The two African 
regional mobile 
application laboratories 
will help develop the 
mobile apps industry in 
Africa.
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G iven their widespread use in Africa, as well as the recent 
technological advances in their 
computational power, cell phones are 
ideal substitutes for the personal 
computer throughout the continent. 
Customised applications could have 
profound implications for the economic 
development of some of the poorest 
communities in Africa. Despite the 
unprecedented growth of cell phone 
usage, however, these applications are 
rare. Developing apps that are relevant 
for the diverse user communities in 
Africa requires a deep understanding of 
local life and needs. 
Africa is currently the fastest 
growing market for cell phones in the 
world. The number of subscribers in 
Kenya alone has grown to over 15 
million, despite the fact that only a 
small percentage of the country’s 
households have electricity. Kenya 
faces a myriad of social problems such 
as unemployment, poverty and the 
violence seen after the last national 
election. The question is: how can 
these problems be converted into 
opportunities, and can apps developers 
help to provide solutions? 
In contrast to their use in the 
developed world, cell phones in Kenya 
are used for a wide variety of tasks —
from sending money to family 
members to citizen media reports. 
Kenyan business people, farmers and 
the public are finding new uses for a 
tool thought of as simply a voice 
communication device by many, and 
are coming up with original solutions 
for their own problems. 
Promoting potential
The east African regional lab is run by 
a consortium comprising Nairobi’s 
iHub, eMobilis, the World Wide Web 
Foundation and the University of 
Nairobi’s School of Computing and 
Informatics. The centre offers a 
workplace for developers to explore the 
economic viability of their apps, and to 
promote innovation and 
entrepreneurship within the East 
African Community. Programmers can 
test the feasibility of the products and 
create effective business models that 
will lead to new technology companies 
and employment opportunities in the 
region. 
The lab will incubate projects 
developed by locals such as Amos 
Gichamba who grew up on a dairy 
farm in central Kenya. Amos Gichamba 
says he watched farmers being 
exploited by the people who bought 
their cows’ milk and sold it to dairy 
companies. The problem, he discovered, 
was one of information. The rural 
farmers didn’t know how much they 
could charge for their cows’ milk. They 
didn’t know what rates dairy farmers in 
other villages were being paid. And 
without a sense of current market 
conditions, they weren’t sure when to 
ramp up or slow down production. 
With all that in mind, Gichamba 
decided to create what he sees as the 
perfect technological solution for the 
farmers: a mobile app. He created a 
text message-based system that lets 
farmers query a database of 
information about local dairy markets, 
which then sends answers back in 140 
or fewer characters.
Another mobile application, called 
M-Farm, was developed by Susan 
Oguya and Jamila Abass. M-Farm is a 
mobile information resource centre 
that focuses on delivering up to date 
information to farmers on current 
market prices, weather alerts and agro-
supplies in their area, and helps to 
bring farmers together in a 
collaborative forum. Farmers can use 
the app to share market information 
using text messages and an interactive 
voice response system.
Business building
The east African apps lab will provide 
a full range of resources to encourage 
innovators and entrepreneurs with the 
support they need to introduce their 
products and services. These resources 
include training on mobile app 
development for various cell phone 
Community development
platforms, a state-of-the-art mobile 
application testing environment and 
broadband internet connectivity. The 
lab will also offer developers and 
entrepreneurs shared accounting, legal 
and business development services.
The lab’s core focus is to give the 
local mobile tech community a training 
and incubation space where they can 
bring their ideas to life. The lab will 
inspire change in the development of 
mobile products and services, and 
provide a gallery of technologies that 
will emerge to revolutionise the east 
African mobile scene. ■
Apps developers in east Africa can make use of a new regional mobile applications lab to 
enhance their skills and create innovative solutions for everyday problems.

















Farmers can share market information through text 






World Wide Web Foundation 
➜ www.webfoundation.org






















Mobile phones and economic 
development in Africa
By Jenny C. Aker and Isaac M. Mbiti
This report provides an overview of how 
cell phone technology has developed in 
sub-Saharan Africa during the past ten 
years. The authors consider how the 
technology has been used to improve the 
efficiency of agricultural markets in 
developing countries, citing examples 
from Niger, Uganda and India. The report 
outlines five ways in which cell phones 
could provide economic benefits to 
consumers and producers: improving 
access to information; increasing 
efficiency of supply chains; creating new 
jobs and generating income; maintaining 
social networks to reduce exposure to risk 
and improving delivery of agricultural, 
health, education and financial services. 
➜ www.cgdev.org/files/1424175_file_
Aker_Mobile_wp211_FINAL.pdf
The innovative use of mobile 
applications in east Africa
By Johan Hellström, for the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation 
Agency (Sida).
By the end of 2009 there were almost 50 
million cell phone subscribers in east 
Africa, around 40% of the total 
population. This makes cell phones one of 
the most widely available platforms for 
information dissemination and interactive 
communication. Advances in technology 
mean that the cell phone has become an 
all-in-one device that people can carry 
and use almost anywhere. The internet is 
going mobile, from desktop to pocket, and 
simple innovative applications offer a 
wide range of opportunities for 
businesses, organisations and 
governments to reach and interact with 





South African entrepreneurs, Nicholas 
Haralambous and Vincent Maher, have 
founded Motribe, a platform for building 
social networks on the mobile web. Users 
can develop their own social networking 
sites to be viewed specifically on cell 
phones. Motribe offers chat functions, photo 
sharing, private messaging and mobile blogs. 
It is free for the first six months to give 
users a chance to start up their network, 
although the free sites are restricted to 100 
members. Upgrade prices range from US$ 10 
to US$ 50, with each level offering users 
more options to customise their networking 
sites. There is also an enterprise level 
available for bigger brands and companies. 
The application provides detailed analytics 
reporting on the number of subscribers, files 
uploaded, messages sent and the location 
and age of users.
➜ http://motribe.com
Mobisoko 
Mobisoko is a marketplace for mobile 
applications that have been developed by 
African programmers. The aim of the site 
is to assist students and mobile 
programmers in Africa to distribute and 
showcase their mobile applications to the 
public. Many applications that are written 
for mobile devices (particularly by 
university students) are not distributed 
because of the lack of resources, such as 
hosting or expertise in marketing. Many of 
these applications end up being shelved, 
or cannot be found by the people who 
could benefit from using them. The 
website provides a place for people to find 
and download mobile applications, and 
hosts those applications for independent 
developers. Mobisoko first tests and 
reviews the applications submitted by 
developers before making them available 
for download from the site.
➜ http://mobisoko.com
Open Data Kit 
ODK is a suite of open-source cell phone 
applications to help organisations collect, 
aggregate and process their data. Each of 
the applications was designed to be easy to 
operate and customise to individual needs 
and to allow users to share data without the 
need for setting up and maintaining servers. 
Current applications include ODK Collect, 
which replaces paper forms for collecting 
data including text, location, photos, video, 
audio  and barcodes, and ODK Clinic, which 
allows healthcare workers to download a 





FrontlineSMS:Medic uses innovative, 
appropriate mobile technologies to 
advance healthcare networks in under-
served communities. The basis of their work 
is FrontlineSMS, a free, open-source 
software platform that enables large-scale, 
two-way text messaging using only a 
laptop, a GSM modem and inexpensive cell 
phones. Medic are extending the 
FrontlineSMS platform to meet the specific 
needs of healthcare centres. It will enable 
better patient management, the transfer of 
electronic medical records via the cell 
phone, access to cheap mobile diagnostics, 
and mapping of health services. The project 
began in Malawi with a donated laptop, 
100 recycled cell phones and a copy of 
FrontlineSMS. The  network allowed a 
hospital to respond to requests for 
emergency medical care, track patients, 
record HIV and TB drug adherence, stay 
updated on patient status, and connect 
members of HIV/AIDS support groups.
➜ www.mobilesinmalawi.blogspot.com
The Jokko Initiative 
This project identifies current mobile 
services that could be used to serve the 
needs of rural communities, and develops 
new mobile applications as they are needed. 
Based in Senegal, the Jokko Initiative works 
with Unicef and Tostan, an organisation 
working throughout west Africa. Through 
the increased use of cell phones, the project 
hopes to: improve connections between 
women and their communities; help build 
consensus on local development priorities; 
amplify the voice and influence of youth and 
marginalized groups in a community’s 
decision-making process; provide a platform 
for exchanging information, broadcasting 
ideas and organizing advocacy work; 




This Wiki shares examples and case studies 
gathered from around the world, 
demonstrating the use of cell phones in 
agriculture. Within the last few years, more 
than a billion people have gained access to 
ICTs. The spread of cell phones accounts for 
a large part of this, but many other methods 
of access and opportunities for information 
exchange have emerged recently. The Wiki 
examines what this means for new service 
models and how the success of mobile 
market information systems or m-banking 
be adopted for other services, particularly in 
rural areas and for farmers
➜ http://m4agriculture.pbworks.com
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Customisable mobile 




Project support with SMS
TechTip
RapidSMS helps organisations manage 
communications, data collection and 
logistics support using cell phones. The 
system was designed to be adaptable to 
many situations, and has been used 
effectively in a wide range of 
agricultural, health and emergency work.
Download
RapidSMS is free and open source 
software, which you need to download 
and install to set it up. However, there is 
no need to install anything on the 
computers or phones of other users who 
will interact with the system. They only 
need a basic cell phone that can send and 
receive an SMS.
 Download the software from the 




Since the system was designed to be 
flexible to meet the needs of 
organisations in a wide range of 
situations, there is no single setup that 
suits every use. The list below indicates 
the equipment needed in a typical setup. 
Some technical expertise is necessary to 
install and customise the software.
Server 
The server should: 
-  run a Linux operating system, (the 
latest version of Ubuntu is 
recommended)
-  have a reliable electricity supply, or 
connected to a backup battery unit
-  be securely hosted 
-  be accessible to install modems
-  have an internet connection for remote 
access and updating
-  but can be an older, low-end desktop 
computer.
GSM modem(s)  
-  one for each cell phone network that 
you will send messages to
-  a SIM card for each modem 
NOTE: the modem must be compatible with 
RapidSMS. A Multitech MTCBA-G-U-F4 is 
recommended, but check the full list at 
http://wiki.github.com/adammck/pygsm/.
Capabilities
A RapidSMS system can:
-  allow thousands of users to interact 
with the system simultaneously
-  can instantly deliver data to users 
anywhere with an internet connection
-  integrate with existing software, 
including converting data to an Excel 
sheet, or query existing databases
-  trigger pre-determined actions in a 
given set of circumstances
-  can be used for small or large volumes 
of data transfer, from a single village to 
a whole country.
Implementation
The developers of RapidSMS stress the 
importance of good preparation and 
planning before using the software to 
support a project. Managers should first 
assess whether it is feasible to use 
RapidSMS. There are ten main factors for 
determining the success of a project 
intending to use the system, many of 
which could also be applied to any project 
using ICTs:
•  Context: the project should fit within 
the target community’s cultural, 
technological and social setting. For 
example, do all users have regular 
access to a cell phone, and can they 
easily recharge the phone’s batteries 
from an available electricity supply? 
Carefully consider the roles of authority 
figures, religious practices, traditional 
customs, gender participation and the 
available technologies.
•  Motivation: people need a good reason 
to participate. The project might 
provide them with new skills, useful 
information or financial compensation 
– money or phone credits, for example. 
Behaviour: participants should not be 
inconvenienced by the project. Ensure 
that the project is easy to understand 
and easily fits into the existing daily 
routine of the users.
•  Critical mass: the project will need a 
sufficient number of people 
contributing enough data to make the 
project a success. Look at ways to 
encourage people to participate, 
particularly those who are involved in 
the early stages and who will help to 
develop a wider network. 
•  Sustainability: project participants 
have to be motivated to continue 
contributing information beyond the 
initial stages. Evaluate how the project 
is used as time goes on, and whether 
you can find new ways to encourage 
continued participation.
•  Awareness: have a system in place to 
remind people to contribute to the 
project, perhaps through a local manager 
who visits regularly, or by sending 
reminder messages. It is also useful to 
provide brief summaries of training 
materials – small cards or posters – and a 
contact number in case participants have 
questions about the process. 
•  Expense: try to work out the cost of 
setting up and maintaining such a 
system for your organisation. Consider 
too the costs to participants. If they 
have to pay to send each SMS then 
they will be less likely to contribute. 
Talk with the local cell phone network 
providers to arrange low-cost or free 
tariffs for users.
•  Usability: users should be able to take 
part in the project without too much 
training. Their input should be suited to 
their abilities. 
•  Quality: monitor the project 
throughout the development process to 
make sure that users supply the kind of 
data required, and that the software 
functions as expected. 
•  Support: participants need to be able 
to access information quickly if 
something goes wrong, while project 
managers need to develop links with 
local software developers to ensure the 
technology operates as it should. 
For more details on each of the RapidSMS 
critical factors and how to assess your 
project, go to: http://drop.io/
howtorapidsms ■
Related links
TechTip: Group text messages by computer




This project uses RapidSMS to provide health services to 














The factors used to 
determine a project’s 
suitability for using 
RapidSMS could be 




It is the dream of young musicians all 
over the world to record and have their 
music listened to by as many people as 
possible. Social web applications, such as 
MySpace and YouTube, make it easy for 
aspiring artists to share their music, but 
even that is beyond the reach of millions 
of people living in areas with limited 
access to the internet. However, a recent 
paper, Exploiting Mobile Technology in 
the African Urban Low-Income Informal 
Music Industry, based on a study by Nokia 
Research Africa, identifies several ways 
young musicians can use cell phones to 
promote their music. 
 Songwriters, for example, can use 
text messages to note and share lyrics, 
or, using a phone with simple audio 
recording capabilities, record notes or 
parts of a song which can be played back 
and improved on later. Those members of 
a band who have a phone with Bluetooth 
can share the final recording with their 
friends. The authors of the paper also 
list a range of music applications that 
have been developed for use on cell 
phones, many of which could help young 
people develop their skills and lead to 
income-generating possibilities. The 
authors see an opportunity for software 
developers to produce mobile applications 
aimed specifically at young musicians 
with limited access to other types of 
technology. 
 Download the full report (pdf file) here: 
http://mobileactive.org/files/file_uploads/
Mobile Technology for Informal Music 
Industry in Africa.pdf
Making music with mobiles
Equality of access
Research ICT Africa, a network of researchers from 20 countries on the continent, 
recently published a report on gender and the use of ICTs. The report, entitled Gender 
Assessment of ICT Access and Usage in Africa, uses data from surveys of individuals 
and households in 17 countries and is backed up by focus groups in five of those 
countries. According to the authors, ‘diffusion of ICT is highly uneven, concentrating 
in urban areas and leaving some rural areas untouched’. They add: ‘The survey reveals 
some surprising instances where more women than men own mobile phones, such 
as in South Africa and Mozambique, or where women have greater knowledge of 
the internet, such as in Cameroon. More generally however, the study confirms the 
differences in access by men and women to ICTs especially where they depend on 
public access.’
 The paper notes that while women benefit from strategies that promote universal 
access to technology, future policies should also address the basic causes of gender 
inequality. Tackling broader issues such as poverty, and providing affordable access 
to communication services across the wider population, could improve equality in 
many societies. Read the full report here: www.researchictafrica.net/new/images/
uploads/Gender_Paper_May_2010.pdf.


















The phone that needs no 
network
The high cost of providing the 
infrastructure for cell phone networks is 
often cited as the reason why rural areas 
have such poor coverage. But Australian 
developers have now produced a phone 
that operates without a traditional 
network. The Serval Project’s system 
creates a mesh network between wi-fi-
enabled cell phones. Their own specially 
developed Batphone can operate in other 
unlicensed frequencies. Compatible cell 
phones operating on the network can 
use their existing phone number. Dr Paul 
Gardner-Stephen, who leads the project, 
said, ‘[The system] will allow people in 
remote or isolated townships, or farm 
workers in network black spots to talk to 
each other. People in a disaster ravaged 
area will be able to contact friends and 
family, and aid workers will be better able 
to coordinate relief efforts.’ In addition to 
their own software, called DNA (Distributed 
Numbering Architecture), the Serval system 
makes use of mesh network software 
developed by Village Telco. For more 
information visit: www.servalproject.org

















Microsoft has developed a 
technology to make many 
popular web applications 
available on standard cell 
phones. Users can download 
this single app, known as 
OneApp, to access Twitter 
and Facebook accounts, 
get weather details, read 
RSS feeds or keep up with 
sports and celebrity news. 
Microsoft designed the app 
with emerging economies in 
mind, deliberately keeping 
its size down to 150kb to work on phones with limited memory 
and processing capabilities. The service is currently available in 
South Africa through Blue Label Telecoms, and will be more widely 
available in 2011. The application is compatible with more than 
70 cell phone handsets, including popular phones from Nokia, 
Samsung, LG and Sony Erikson. ‘With a GPRS-enabled cell phone, 
consumers can now be part of the app experience,’ said Mark Levy, 
joint CEO of Blue Label Telecoms. ‘While this opens up a whole 
new world of opportunity for any and all users, advertisers and 
developers, we’re particularly excited by the technology’s capacity 
to transform nearly any cell phone into a highly sophisticated, 
















Cell phones in the cloud
People who cannot afford, 
or do not wish to buy a 
cell phone, could soon 
have access to mobile 
network services. MXShare, 
a technology developed by 
the company Movritu, gives 
subscribers their own phone 
number that they can use 
from any standard cell phone. 
By borrowing a phone from 
someone else, a subscriber can log on to the system to call or send 
an SMS from their own number. The user’s account is effectively 
in the ‘cloud’, meaning that it is stored on the network provider’s 
system rather than on a SIM card in the phone. The system also 
manages the subscriber’s offline activity, tracking missed calls, 
sending notification alerts to friends or nearby village phone 
operators. The phone owners who share their handsets receive 
credits as an incentive to share, either as a one-off fixed amount 
or a percentage of the cost of the call or transaction. Movritu is 
currently testing the service in a number of developing countries 
and is specifically targeting low-income customers.
www.movirtu.com
A neutral web for all
Net neutrality has become a widely discussed topic in the last 
few months since Google and telecommunications company, 
Verizon, announced a joint proposal for the future regulation 
of internet services in the USA. Google says their framework 
supports net neutrality, but there was considerable concern 
about the fact that two such companies were even discussing 
the subject. Even Sir Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the world 
wide web, spoke out on the topic at the recent Nokia World 
conference in London. ‘Companies and countries would want 
to be able to control certain data, depending on their own 
goals,’ he said. ‘The moment you let that neutrality go, you 
lose the web as it is.’
 But what exactly is net neutrality and how would it affect 
ACP nations? Currently, web pages are delivered to everyone 
(who has access to the web) in the same way. This is net 
neutrality. But some internet service providers, mainly large 
telecommunications companies, want to introduce prioritised 
services where some web content would be provided at a 
faster rate to the companies or individuals who are prepared 
to pay for it. Content providers could pay the telecoms 
company to provide their web services at a faster rate than 
their competitors. One newspaper, for example, could pay to 
have its articles delivered faster to search engines than its 
rivals. 
 In effect, critics fear that this would create a two-tiered 
system where premium services would be delivered by a faster 
web, while content produced by individuals and non-profit 
organisations would be left on a slower network. Users could 
also be asked to pay more to access this fast web, which 
would further restrict services available to the poorer internet 
users. While there are no plans to introduce such a system 
at the moment, it is a prospect that many powerful telecoms 
companies would like to see realised sooner rather than later. 
Kenyan Shillings 
(US$ 100), the 
cost of the 
new IDEOS Android smartphone recently 
launched in Kenya.
 sub-Saharan countries - Mauritius 
and South Africa - make it into 
the top 100 most networked 
economies, according to the latest Global 
Information Technology Report.
million euros is the cost of the 
first South African phase of 
a new EU project to provide 
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Are many people in ACP countries using 
mobile apps yet?
➜ I can only really address the situation in 
southern and east Africa where we do most 
of our work. Aside from the fairly small 
urban elite who use smart- and higher-end 
feature phones, there are only a few 
applications that people use widely, usually 
those that come pre-installed on the 
phone. There are a few cases where the 
desire for the app is so significant that 
people go to the trouble of sharing it via 
Bluetooth, for example. But there is very 
limited access to online app stores, like 
those we associate with smartphones such 
as the iPhone, that are in significant use in 
developing countries.
So it is very difficult to get apps onto 
phones. For any of our projects where we 
think an app might be appropriate, we’ve 
realised that we need access to the phone 
itself – either pre-installing on phones that 
we distribute, or having face-to-face contact 
to install the app onto people’s existing 
auto-configuring data services, but it can 
still be a barrier – preventing people from 
using apps.
In your experience, what kinds of apps 
are most people using? 
➜ Social networking apps, and instant 
messaging in particular, are proving to be 
very popular. Some services, such as MXit in 
South Africa, have managed to solve the 
problems of distribution and have designed 
the service for thousands of types of 
handsets. The major benefit of these 
services is the low cost. Instant messaging 
is much cheaper than voice calls or sending 
an SMS.
Unconnected apps are also very popular. 
These are apps that come with the phone 
and don’t rely on data transfer over the 
network. Many people use photo, music 
and calendar applications, for example, and 
although their use for development is not 
immediately obvious, these apps have 
brought the technology to people who 
never previously had it. 
Are apps just a passing trend until more 
people have access to the web on cell 
phones?
➜ I think it will be a while yet before a 
significant proportion of phones will be 
able to accept the widespread use of apps. 
But apps are certainly reaching rural 
communities already. Many functions 
previously delivered by village telecentres 
can now be done on a cell phone. With 
fewer setup and running costs. A phone 
requires a lot less electricity, for example. 
The phone, therefore, can be used to extend 
the reach of basic ICT services.
Those services could also be delivered, at 
some point in the future, via the mobile 
web rather than an app. The problem is 
that there are still rural communities 
without any coverage at all, so the mobile 
web would be of no use to anyone living in 
those areas – there is no ability to use 
those services directly off a phone.
On-phone apps can retain functionality 
that does not require a constant network 
connection. For example, we use the Open 
Data Kit for monitoring and evaluation 
surveys and that works very well offline. 
You can gather 50 or 100 surveys, then go 
to a main road where there is network 
coverage and upload the data with no loss 
of information.
I think though, by the time the mobile 
web surpasses phone-specific apps, it will 
be difficult to distinguish between the two. 
At least some functions of a mobile web 
will become available directly from the 
handset, which will hopefully also allow 
offline functionality while not requiring a 
full app installation. ■
phones. Obviously, neither method works 
well for a large-scale project. We also then 
face the problem of adapting an app to 
many different handsets, which only very 
few app developers have managed to solve. 
Many apps are text-based and based on 
European languages. Can that present 
problems for users in ACP countries?
➜ The phones themselves operate in a 
language that is foreign to many people, 
and many common features require some 
literacy, but that doesn’t seem to be a barrier 
to people using them. There have even been 
a number of development projects using 
SMS in several languages, including 
vernacular languages, but people often 
respond better to the messages sent in 
English. It might be that people have 
accepted that the language of text 
messaging is a highly adapted form of 
English or French or whatever. I don’t think 
that, when we’re talking about apps, literacy 
and language even come into the top five 
problems. Only when apps – or some variant 
of apps as we understand them – have a 
much wider distribution, are we likely to 
start seeing this as a major problem.
What are the main problems with apps?
➜ Apart from distribution and appropriate 
handset availability issues already 
mentioned, I’d say that affordability and 
access to data services are probably the 
biggest problems. If you have an app on 
your phone that regularly needs to draw 
information from a remote service, the cost 
of that data transfer is very significant, and 
is more than most people could afford. And 
because it is often happening in the 
background, it is hard for people to control 
those costs. This has been noted as a key 
problem for the lower-cost smartphones, 
like those becoming available in east Africa 
at the moment. When these phones are 
switched on they are constantly 
downloading and uploading information, 
and that data transfer is very expensive for 
the user. There are ways round this as 
network providers make cheaper data 
transfer options available. 
Another problem is that many cell phone 
networks are not yet ready for large 
numbers of people using data services. For 
some of our training projects, we’ve had to 
spend the first few hours just training 
people on how to configure phones to 
accept data. The situation is improving, 
more networks are getting better at 
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